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Abstract
Even though the use of  open preprint databases for scholarly 
publications is commonplace in several disciplines, their possi-
bilities remain largely unexplored in the humanities. This article 
examines the emergence and the dynamics of  academic pre-
print and evaluates the possibilities for introducing preprint for 
the humanities. 
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1. The two publication cultures
There is little point in denying it: The humanities have never felt com-













the community is often limited to an inner circle of  immediate collabo- 
rators. The publication of  monographs follows a similar path. 




van Leeuwen (2013), but there are many, many more.
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ics papers are generally submitted to an academic journal only after the 









before the work is even submitted to a scientific journal.4 The tool that 
is predominantly used today is a large preprint database called arXiv.5 
To better understand the supply of  academic information in a differ-
ent field like philosophy, it will prove useful to first explore this exam-
ple in more detail. 
2. arXiv
ArXiv started in 1991 at Los Alamos National Laboratories and is now 
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repository of  preprints added to the prestige of  the university library. 
Soon however, universities started sharing preprint information. In the 
1980’s a bibliographic database was created by the combined efforts of  
institutions on both sides of  the Atlantic7 which formed the basis for 
a global preprint exchange culture. 








Publishing papers on arXiv  is a way for active physicists to build 
a reputation. This may seem counter-intuitive to some, because it is of-
ten thought that preprint is a gateway to plagiarism of  work that not 




out. Through individual contributions to arXiv they can reclaim their 
individuality. Because of  the very short time it takes for an article to get 
published10 new findings reach their audiences extremely fast. Because 
7 For a detailed overview of   the development of  arXiv and  its precursors see 
Gunnarsdottir 2005.





10 All  articles  submitted before  4.00 pm EST  are published  every weekday  at  
8.00 pm.
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of  the high standard, in-crowd nature of  the users of  arXiv, it operates 
also as a kind of  pre-peer review for the official publishers. This ex-
plains the very high acceptance rating of  articles published in journals 
like Physical Review Letters and Journal of  High Energy Physics. And last but 
not least, all dependence on publisher paywalls or even the spatio-tem-
poral limitation of  using the university library ceases to exist.
3. Preprint in other fields
After unwrapping this example, one question presents itself: Why does 






surprise that a number of  other disciplines have embraced the arXiv 
model. Mathematics being the first  to adopt  its principles, followed 
by computer science, statistics, quantitative biology and quantitative fi-
nance. In 2013 biorXiv11 was founded as an arXiv inspired platform, for 
the life sciences and it is likely that we will soon see the introduction of  
SocArXiv12 for the social sciences.13 
A number of  reasons can be given for this late- (or non-) adoption 
of  the technology and its principles by other disciplines. One of  them 
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To answer this question we have to look into the publication culture 
that is dominant in the humanities. To do this we should move beyond 
the heterogeneous collection of  disciplines gathered under the label 





This brought about many advantages for the development of  a global 
scientific community. By wilfully adopting English as the standard lan-
guage for communication, researchers can potentially reach out to any-
one working on a subject of  interest, on a global scale. But English is 
not the only language used in philosophy. Far from it, and there are 




not yet reached its current status – must remain in their original form 













layering of  levels of  interpretation is not as strong as it is in philosophy. 
Yet in mathematics for example – a field that also uses arXiv and pre-
print intensively – the degree of  specialisation into various sub-fields 
is notoriously very high. This high degree of  specialisation produces 
14 Hammarfelt 2014.
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research community itself, but rather at interested outsiders and stu-
dents. Not so in philosophy. Monographs are – even more so than 






of  a digital academic database is the development and the maintenance 
of  the platform where the work is deposited. The publication of  an ar-
ticle in a traditional journal or a monograph is far more labour inten-
sive. Although some authors have resorted to publishing their books 
in an open access format – and thus relinquishing a possible financial 






in HEP, namely that of  tested and approved. 
Next we may consider articles written for popular magazines and 
newspapers. It may rightfully be expected of  a professional philosopher 
to act as a public intellectual, and doing so often involves delivering ar-
ticles to the popular press. These articles are generally not considered 
scholarly papers, but are they outside the academic canon altogether? 
This is debatable. It is evidently so that a popular article is not peer re-
viewed in the formal sense, but this doesn’t mean that it is not seen by 
the peers of  the author. It is certainly not gratuitous and often becomes 
part of  the intellectual debate inside academic circles as well as in the 
public sphere. Popular press in physics has an altogether different dy-
namic. Here the article is usually aimed at explaining difficult theoretical 
Steven Laporte 
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Five is the grip that large academic publishing houses have on scien- 
tific publishing. In an extensive article that was published in 2015 en-






case. At the start of  the digital preprint tradition in physics, mathemat-
ics and computer science, scientists actively discarded any copyright ob-
jections publishers would want to make by simply crossing out in their 
contracts the clauses that prohibit publication of  the work elsewhere. 
Researchers in the humanities (and other disciplines) up to this day have 
not made a similar stance and consequently remain under the effective 
control of  their publishers. 
The sixth consideration is about skill and familiarity with digital ap-
plications. Considering arXiv started in 1991, it is safe to say that phys-
icists are early adaptors of  the new digital technology. Where users in 
the humanities turn to digital platforms in the capacity as clients, phys-
icists and computer scientists build themselves the platforms they need. 
4. The alternatives
This brings us to the current situation. Because on the supply side 
of  academic information in philosophy, things are slowly beginning to 
change. Yet again it is by outside initiatives, rather than by forces mus-
tered from within the community. Pre-publishing for example is slowly 
becoming a thing for the humanities, but the way it is currently coming 
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In addition to this we saw the rise – in recent years – of  initiatives 
like Academia16 and Researchgate17. Both are privately funded, digital plat- 
forms that provide individual researchers the possibility to form net-
works with colleagues all over the globe through sharing research find-









crosoft founder Bill Gates. 
A third major player in the emergence of  new social platforms for 





thing: unity. Where arXiv unites all pre-publications in a specific field, 







For philosophy there exists another initiative that tries – and to 
a large extend succeeds – to index all publications  in the field under 
one flag and that is PhilPapers19. It is a mainly grant-driven initiative that 
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are the International Directory of  Philosophy20 that is maintained by the Phi-
losophy Documentation Center. 
But none provide the key strong points of  the arXiv framework: free 
full-text access to articles combined with a centralised and independent 
repository and a broad recognition amongst serious practitioners. 
5. Conclusion
In conclusion of  this article I would like to present a metaphor that 
seems to sum up the situation as it exists today: When it comes to the 
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